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PREMIGRATORY FEESDING PATTEANS IN TE AUIRICAN AVOCET

Relotively 1ittle is known about the Lehovior of the inerican Avocet.

LBased on non-critical observation, " onc ofien gets a storcolyped view of vorious
behavier pattegns in aninals wad the feeding habits of the Mmerican Avoeceld fall indo
this cotegory. They are charasterizsd os wollking cleng in water , swizhing thelr
bill zide to sode stiwing up the muddy bobien ithen coling the descovexred preyv.

owevaer, in my carly chservations, I noted thét the Dvocet was alse seen walking
through the water and picking ox naking jiks into the water ond pieking or eating as
it waﬁ;. On fgvo oceaseions I noticed on Avecet actually hagking after flying insecis
which I thought wes rother peculiar. I decided then to txy o find out specifically
in vhat weys the Avecets foed, characterize -scch method and dotermine the type pre=
fovence and smccoses Additionally I was interesied in detexmining the diwmol
pattorn at least in o rough Waye

The projéct site was o snall lake about 6.5 riles long by 0.20 miles wide, stax®
ing near the north side of ihe read lending to the 00 Raneh fron IHghwoy 206, It

is roughly six miles from #he 00Ronch end 13 miles fron Iighway 208, The lake is boa
rded on hoth sides by Grease-wood covered sand-duncs ond sone sogee It is {emporaxy
highly alkaline lokie that wosprobably met more thon O dinches deep with the deepest por
tion on the cagh side of the lake and sloping very grodually up wopd to the weste

MARTTIOD3
I spent about 6 hours en dwo different days just familiordzing ryself with the

lake site and the geaeral feeding and roosting sifes of the Avocetss I noted dhat |
there wors fron 95 0 135 avocdts on the lale at iny 2iven tine. I chose a profrudin
sond~dune roughly hal® way hoiween theiy reosting spois and nearly ceataeal to the
feed ng area.

I used o stop watch, 7 x 356 blonoculars, ond 20x gpoting scope. On Sunday, July
9, I spant eleven bhours fron 8500 A.d, to 7315 2.l in detailed stuly. Tirst I obsar
ved the vericus feediag nethods, then I recorded chbservation en how nany steps pexr

wioute, how noxy swallows in &0 job abtempls, how ooy abeps bolremn jobs, bew many



steps before raising hoad, how nay swallows per minute ond f£inally cvery half hour

I would scen aos mech of the loke as I could see, cbout 05¢%, and recerded how nany bimls
were using eoch type of f8eding potfern and how nany birds were not £eeding. Those
that were not actively fecding included activiides such os preening, stonding, ox
slocping either in or out of the water. I counted only those ackively feeding as

feeding.
A swallow wos comated when a bird would raise its head and nokh a pulping motion.

RESULTSs
I noted that there wore three types of feeding nethods. FType I was charcctexs

iged by the bixds walking ageimd in o fast fashion, zother randen in direction, and ma
Idng jobs at the w»ey spoecies on the botion. In ether werds, they were visunlly siting
the prey thcn noking o sbob at ite This nethod was confined to the west side of the
loke where the watear cane just over their alkles or not more thon one inch deeps

The birds bended to food singly or in small groups of 2 to 4 o When a proy was cought
the bird would raise its hoad to swallew ito

Type II was the traditional siyle where the birds wollted aleng the water with

their bill in the water moling sideways sweeps o sile uwp the botton them when soms:
thing was spotted, there was quick howling motiens with the bill in the water to cap
tare ite I 'successml, they would roise the heod to swalldwe Iowever, sonetines

thay world roaise their head just to lood aromnd.

Type II was scen ont all perts of tho lake but enly sparingly o the ghallow
west sides It wos nost coomen wp the center and en the east side, where the water
varied fronm nid tarsus to ncar the top of the fernmr. Some birds in the decper
portion would siticl their hoads and even their whole necks wader watexrs

Birds using Type II were eften single or in smoll gromps, but nore often they
would be in laxrpge groups ef fxom 10 to 60 bimds. When in dhe largegroups they |
tanded t0 all face the same direction and go back ond foxth as o greup, quite close

together in a long line sidevays shoulder to shoulder ex heod %o tadl andfbout



fouy birds wide.

There was o thizd type, Type III, which was reclly just o sligh’ vamiation
of type I. This nethod wos confined aatirely to the west and north mds vhexe
there were areas where prass grov out into the loke. Ilexe prey waos oftem pieclked
off af the surface of the woter er oub of the grase. This area pwobably had a
diffcrent prey spocies.

Types I and II I cemsidered pajor metbods beccuse of time ond rmbrbers of
birds involved, and typo III was enly a minor methed which never had mewe thah
10% of the feeding birds involved (aoe geaphl)e As o mabter of foot 1t wos not
noticed wntil €300 P,ll

Duping the time that I ebsoxved the Abocets, the peek ficeding periods cane
at oid nowbing (9:00) md late aftexmaon sad eorly evming (3500 to 7:00), when
over 705 of the populotion was feeding. Type II wos always the mejoxr method varying
fron 5463 to 100% of the feeding birds, hewever, during the peald feeding periods

the birds diversifie] to inclule types I aud IIIe Type I reached o peak of 407
ot 5300, the middie of the aftemmocon and evening fceding secsgion. Iwou 10330 to
8330, 1007 of the fecding birdd where using type II. Iowever, duxring this $ine
the feeding birds dropped to 8)) ef the iotol population at 1800, The majoridy
of the ivocois wore cither sleeping or prowming ob the fwe reostin sites on the
lake (sce the map).

Avoeots ueing tysel averagaed 37.7 jabs por minute out of 10~ 5 mdruate tinings;
20,2 swallews in 30 jabs fwem 10 trials of 00 jabs eash, which gives ar average
of D2.4% auccesalul atterpts; and an avexage of 19.70 swallews pex minute (£ren
ter = onc rinute Hindngs). They also bookt an averoge of 2.06 steps pex job, or
T7.3 steps pexr inute.

Avpeats vsing decding metnod Yype II toak 112 sitops per mimute aberage fwon
tm - ome ninate tinings with 18 swallews per nimnte aberage fran ten gne ndnute
timings. 1oy raised their head fwen the water every <4.7C sieps, avarcged 2wom

485 steps with 102 head rnises. This amomis o reising the hoad 23,53 %imes pex
minuie on/ wwallowing 76.0% of the tines the head wes iifted,

.



INTERPRETATIONS:

It is relotively sirple to detewnine the efficienop of the typol feeding nethod
because one can cowmt the murber of jbs ond the rwhar of swallows m a given tine,
although seretines when they were facing the other direction it was seomewhat hawd
to telle In this study it tums eut 4o be 52,47 successful attempis. Iowevar,
foxr those using type II it is not so simple becouse it is hard to determine when
on attept is being made to capture food, because the bhill and semetines the whole
head mnd neck are wmnder water. If onc assunes that they roise theyri headafboer
evary attept, successful exr othexrwise, then in ny observations this would mean

o efficiency of 76.0%. However, I don't feel thd I can rcliably moke that ase
suption. Yeib, there are other ways to coupare the tawe rojor fecding types.

I we asswie that ther steps average equal lemgth between the two types then
we can see that thesc using type II cover nearly 32% nore territexy thon these
using fypel in o given peried of time, yet, thiy  palte en the avexage enly 18
caphures per nimites Thesc using type I make 19,78 captures dwring the sane
tinecs This would seen to irply thot type I was the mmech betior metheds

Because of the mifornity ef the loke, I sssume the pray species to be the
sane for both types, altheugh I have no evidence for ithis asswipiion and such ovie
dence should be ebtained. If this wewe so and 12 {ype I is a nmowe efficion®
nethod, then it makes ono woender why {ype II is se highly prefored over all
other types ebaexveds Possibly there is a difference in the prey species, ex maybe
there is just o diffepence in the sime of the pray token mo that fype II is really
the nere efficient methed. Eype II may be prefered bacouse of the instinctive

behavior pattemn brought abeut by the cvolution of the Lill which is well desigmed
for that teclnique. TFeam dime o tine there were Wilson®s Phalarope feeding azownd

the edge hf the lake, as many as forty, and this may hove provided seme competition
since they were feeding in a method similiar to type I, Ilowever I have no proof
of this.



Decanse of the habitot and low percentage usiag fype IXI it con he assuned
that there night be o grey species difference ond it may also be less effceiantd,
but becouge it is only used dwring the pesk fecding period it night be pousible
that the feeding spaces arc saburated fereing some into this ¢ther Hype. This
alse neceds to be studied in nowre detail.

This study bas shown thot taere iz o distimet dlumnel feeding pattern with
pealis in the norning and late aftcracon, with a resliv gle preening pericd Inbobreeng
ond there scens definately to be o feoding methed prefcerenc %o type I ¢ver e I
even though type I secus to be a nere productive tecimigque. I will adunid hatd
based on ryy limited observation time, what I have sbounm nojr be erxuncous. Definately

nore time sheuwld be putb inte o sbtudy of this fype.
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